Abstract. The relative contribution of parental behaviour to nest predation rates in blackbirds, Turdus merula, was estimated by comparing the mortality of natural nests (with parents) with the mortality of the same nests immediately after the breeding season with artificial clutches (but without parents). Nest predation rates during the egg stage were equally high (ca 5% per day) in both experimental and natural nests. Nest predation rates were independent of clutch size for natural nests, but clutch size was lowest in nests that were further from the edge of nest bushes. Nest predation rates of experimental nests were greater for nests that were less than 10 m apart. The probability of nest failure was independent of all measured physical characteristics for natural nests, but for experimental nests probability of nest failure was dependent on the nest's detectability, and to a lesser extent height. There was no relationship between the outcome, or the duration before predation, of a natural nest, versus the same nest used with an experimental clutch. The results suggest that nesting blackbirds altered their nest defence to compensate for the predation risk associated with a nest's location.
Nest predation is a primary cause of nesting mortality for many bird species (Ricklefs 1969; Nilsson 1984) and particularly passerines (e.g. Martin & Roper 1988; Holway 1991; Filliater et al. 1994) . Individuals can respond to a high probability of nest predation either by reducing their investment in any one breeding attempt, and so saving resources for future attempts (Skutch 1949; Cody 1966; Milinoff 1989) , or by increasing their investment in protection of the nesting attempt (Barash 1975; Andersson et al. 1980) . Birds can reduce their investment in any one breeding attempt by reducing clutch size (Perrins 1977; Ricklefs 1977; Slagsvold 1982; Lundberg 1985) . A decrease in clutch size leads to a decrease in nest size and nest-building time (Møller 1982; Slagsvold 1989) , and a shortening of the egglaying and the chick-rearing period (Slagsvold 1984; Bosque & Bosque 1995) . All of these factors will affect nest-predation rates through a reduction in the exposure time of any nest to predation, and through a reduction in the conspicuousness of the nest, because of its size (Møller 1989) and the smaller amount of nest attendance required (Slagsvold 1984) . Alternatively, birds can increase investment in any one nesting attempt through choice of nest site (Nilsson 1984; Martin 1988; Møller 1988) where costs are incurred by competition for favoured nest sites, travel time to sites far from foraging areas, or damage to feathers by passage through dense vegetation. Birds can also increase investment by adopting more secretive behaviour when visiting the nest, where costs are incurred through longer travel times to the nest, and also through nest defence (Shields 1984) , where costs are incurred through a direct predation risk for the parents. The relative importance of nest site/characteristics, clutch size, and nest attendance/defence in determining nestpredation rates is crucial to understanding the evolution of life-history traits (e.g. Lessells 1991). For example, if nest predation depends almost entirely on choice of nest site, then variation in the general level of nest predation will exert little selection on clutch size.
One of the major problems in disentangling the relative importance of the major factors
